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INTRODUCTION 
 Lorna Simpson and Zanele Muholi are visual artists whose art practice is 
concerned with reconfigured representations of black identities, specifically those 
relating to womanhood and queerness, articulated through the medium of photog-
raphy. Both are black women artists living and working in the United States and 
South Africa respectively, and each has each amassed extensive bodies of artwork 
that have garnered revere from critics and contemporaries alike. Lorna Simpson 
has successfully cemented a place for her artwork in the discourse of fine art both 
figuratively and literally. At the time of writing, the Tate Modern, having acquired 
Then & Now (2016), one of her most recent screen-prints, is one of the many pres-
tigious art institutions to have bought or exhibited Simpson’s work since her ini-
tial rise to prominence in the 1980s. Simpson’s career continues to grow, and she 
can arguably be considered one of the most well-regarded and influential African-
American artists of her lifetime. The success of Zanele Muholi’s career is equally 
tangible; Muholi has likewise earned a name for herself in the discourses of pho-
tography and fine art, as well as being a political activist and ally to the LBGTI 
community in South Africa. Since her initial introduction to photography in 2004, 
Muholi’s photographic works have entered the global art scene with considerable 
success. Muholi has exhibited internationally in solo shows in Montreal and New 
York, and also as part of group exhibitions shown in Paris, London, and Amster-
dam. 
 This dissertation explores the careers and art practices of Simpson and 
Muholi, artists whose photographs are concerned with the reconfiguration of per-
ceptions of black female and/queer identities in the context of white-dominated 
cultures in which these misrepresentations have been made. As the work of both 
artists has been created and exhibited in contexts of countries in which have long-
standing histories of racial inequality, I will pay attention to how these historic 
and socio-cultural contexts affect the reading of Simpson and Muholi’s artwork. I 
seek to investigate the extent to which Simpson and Muholi’s photographs operate 
both as visual reconfigurations of black female identity in addition to functioning 
a sophisticated critiques of the power dynamics and oppressive histories of the 
social and cultural contexts in which they are received. 
I. Research Questions 
This dissertation is particularly concerned with the representations of black 
women, who remain perhaps the ultimate subaltern subjects: historically their 
fights to represent themselves within the fields of art, academia, and media have 
been curtailed a systematic biases that exists within societies that do not favour 
the efforts of those who are both female and black. Thus marginalised both by 
gender and by race, their representations of themselves take on crucial new mean-
ings. Although in the minority, representations of black identity made by black 
people, seen in the domains of fine art and media, undermine inaccurate portrayals 
of blackness that are born out of ignorance or negligence by non-black people. 
Such contributions are invaluable in how they document the black experience and 
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defy negative perceptions of black identity that were constructed and reproduced 
during the periods of slavery, reconstruction and apartheid. 
Despite social exclusionary mechanisms that attempt to curb their efforts, black 
people have succeeded in creating positive representations themselves and their 
communities within white-dominated industries. Examples of such can be seen in 
the memoirs of freed slaves Solomon Northup and Harriet Jacobs, the writings of 
W.E.B DuBois and Sindiwe Magona, the photography of Roy deCarava, Ernest 
Cole, and Alf Kumalo, the poetry of Audre Lorde and Maya Angelou, and the 
scholarship of bell hooks and Kimberlé Crenshaw.  
 Likewise, Lorna Simpson and Zanele Muholi are black women artists 
whose artwork usurps harmful or inaccurate perceptions about black women and 
black identity. Using the early artwork of Simpson in the first case study, this dis-
sertation seeks to investigate the ways in which photographic artworks depicting 
black women made by black women redefine perceptions of African-American 
female identity the context of white-dominated, post-colonial/settler states. 
Muholi’s work is analysed similarly to investigate the ways in which Muholi’s 
Faces and Phases series challenges perceptions of black LGBTI women in SA as 
well as how this body of work acts as a much needed archive documenting the 
experiences of such people.  
 Simpson and Muholi have been, to varying extents, involved with the 
mentorship of black collectives and communities. Through the critical examina-
tion of both Simpson’s mentorship of the Art Hoe Collective and Muholi’s in-
volvement with Market Photo Place and Inkanyiso, I will explore the ways in 
which aspiring black artists can be empowered by both mentorship and online 
media platforms. The use of media platforms, which includes independently oper-
ated websites as well as social media, will be analysed to demonstrate the viability 
of these platforms as an effective tool for young black artists. In what way do 
black artists and collectives benefit from mentorship and the use of online media 
to influence the trajectory of their own art practices and representations of black 
identities? Furthermore, to what extent online media platforms empower, enable, 
and educate such artists? In the third chapter, I will argue that the use of online 
media platforms, such as websites and social media accounts, fosters social and 
cultural bonds between marginalised communities of black artists through open-
ing channels of communications with likeminded peers as well as acting a plat-
form on which aspiring black artists can both encounter and present positive rep-
resentations of themselves and their community as well as overcome some of the 
associated barriers of entering white-dominated and often exclusive mainstream 
art institutions.  
II. Methodology  
This dissertation operates within a theoretical framework that is primarily influ-
enced by theories of art history, photography, and media, in addition drawing on 
critical race and gender studies. The art history and photography theory of this 
dissertation draws on the writings of French theorist Roland Barthes, who trans-
ferred Saussurean theories of semiotics to the analysis of photography and visual 
 !6
images in his seminal essay The Rhetoric of the Image in 1977.  As Simpson’s and 1
Muholi’s photography practice are similar in how they are formally simple and yet 
simultaneously complex in their references to visual and cultural histories, the ap-
plications of Barthes’ theories of semiotics to their photographic images (and, in 
Simpson’s case, to the textual and linguistic components of her work) yields in-
sightful amylases surrounding the understanding of the social and cultural mean-
ings of Simpson’s and Muholi’s images. The work of scholars such as Okwui En-
wezor, Lorraine O’Grady, and Susan Cahan are used as contemporary theoretical 
supplements to the Barthesian theory which underpins the analyses of Simpson 
and Muholi’s photographs. The art historical and post-colonial theories encoun-
tered in the writings of Enwezor, in particular his essays ‘Social Grace’ and ‘Re-
framing the black subject ideology and fantasy in contemporary South African 
representation’, functions as the theoretical point of departure for many of the 
central arguments made in this dissertation. The work of Cahan and O’Grady out-
lines the positions held black people in art history, both recently in American his-
tory as artists, and more broadly as subjects of academic painting throughout Eu-
ropean history, positions which provide insight into the social and cultural signifi-
cance of Simpson and Muholi’s practices and their photographs.  
 In addition to the application of art history, photography, and race/gender 
theories, an understanding of  how black women are disempowered by exclusion-
ary mechanics within the art and media industries is paramount to a more insight-
ful reading of Simpson and Muholi’s photographs. These exclusionary mecha-
nisms can manifest in any number of ways, both officially and unofficially. Com-
menting on the ‘undeniable correlation between racial politics in the United States 
and the visibility of artists of color in American museums,’ Cahan notes that the 
exclusion from African American artists from elite museums was blamed not on 
flaws within the system itself but was instead allegedly  indicative of the short-
comings of the individual’s abilities.  An understanding of these histories is im2 -
portant in how they underline the outline the reasons for which online platforms 
can function as effective alternatives for POC and/queer artists who wish to create 
and distribute artwork independently of the associated systematic barriers which 
presently continue to marginalise women of colour both as artists and subjects.  
III. Disempowerment and Misrepresentation: Impact of Histories of Oppres-
sion 
The US and SA share a culture of wealth and power of both countries that is a 
product of the exploitation of their black citizens achieved through, in the US 
slavery and segregation, and in SA, colonialism and apartheid. The social, cultur-
al, and economic impacts of such regimes has manifested differently in both coun-
tries, and both countries have dealt with the aftermath quite differently. An under-
  Roland Barthes, ‘Rhetoric of the Image’ in Image - Music -Text trans. Stephen Heath 1
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1977), 32-51.
 Susan E. Cahan, Mounting Frustration: The Art Museum in the Age of Black Power 2
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2016) 3.
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standing of the exclusionary mechanisms which have oppressed black people in 
the past is paramount to understanding the ways in which these factors continue to 
disempower certain black people and black communities in present day society. 
 In an effort to remedy the social, cultural and economic after-effects 
caused by the era of apartheid including systematic racism, the unequal distribu-
tion of wealth, poverty, crime, and violence, the South African government pro-
actively implemented new policies, legislation, and social engineering tactics de-
signed to empower black South Africans economically and socially. However, the 
actions taken by the South African government have been criticised as being inef-
fective, having failed to make any significant change in South African society; 
one scholar notes how far South Africa is from reaching its goal of improving the 
quality of life of all its citizens.  Many of the major social issues faced by black 3
South Africans today, such as poverty, economic inequality, crime, rape/sexual 
violence, the HIV/AIDS crisis, can be considered to be a direct result of or at least 
exacerbated by the apartheid regime. Likewise, the United States has, for the long 
period since the abolition of slavery, failed to introduce any similar legislation to 
that of South Africa’s designed to uplift and empower African-Americans living in 
underprivileged and disadvantaged communities. Although many significant mile-
stones have been reached for African-American rights in the United States, much 
of the progress has occurred only because of the pro-active efforts of groups of 
African-Americans and not as a result of state intervention.  
 Economic disempowerment, crime, lack of education and opportunities, 
and unofficial segregation are some of the many social issues that plague South 
Africa and the US today as a direct result of laws and social norms established by 
regimes of white-on-black oppression. Factors such as these rarely exist in a vac-
uum and instead are co-dependent. Crime and poverty, poverty and lack of educa-
tion, lack of education and economic disempowerment; it is possible to pair any of 
these two social issues together and it is clear how frequently they exist side-by-
side, one factor frequently reinforcing the prevalence of the other. These social 
mechanisms are ultimately exclusionary in nature and can be devastating for the 
communities and individuals affected in both the short-term and long-term. While 
in recent decades, African-Americans have driven major social changes in the 
United States, they remain at the mercy of systematically racist government and 
social policy which prevents the continuous and sustained upward mobility of 
African Americans.  
 The trajectory of an individual’s success is dramatically affected by race in 
settler states and post-colonial societies. Statistics from both South Africa and 
America show white people are disproportionately more successful than their 
black counterparts. The disproportionately low numbers of successful black indi-
viduals can be linked to the exclusionary mechanisms at play, mechanisms which 
form a complex socio-cultural environment that impedes the success of black 
people. However, the negative effects of these exclusionary mechanisms are dra-
matically more impactful when, in addition to race, gender is also a factor. 
 Sharlene Ramlall, “Corporate Social Responsibility in post-apartheid South Africa” So3 -
cial Responsibility Journal, Vol. 8 No.2 (2012), 270-288.
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 Despite the fact that black women are becoming increasingly educated, as 
indicated by the findings of the National Centre for Education Statistics, it seems 
that their ambition is curbed by racist and sexist exclusionary mechanisms em-
ployed by white and male dominated societies.   At the time of writing, the direc4 -
tor/CEO positions of a selection of the most prestigious art institutions (such as 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, the MoMA in New York, the San Francisco 
MoMA, the Guggenheim, and the J. Paul Getty Museum) in the United States are 
white men. And although many of these institutions employ many women in se-
nior positions, the vast majority of these women are white. Likewise, the percent-
age of black women employed in the art, design, and media industries (0.8% of 
total) in the US in 2014 was significantly lower than the rate of black men and 
white women employed in the same sectors (2.1 and 2.2% respectively).   5
 The effects of disempowering black women directly impacts social and 
cultural representations of black womanhood in the spheres of art and media. It is 
these impacts that this dissertation is concerned with, as it studies the ways in 
which Simpson and Muholi’s photography practices reconfigure depictions of 
blackness and womanhood, and in doing so, undermine the neglect and negative 
representation of black women throughout visual histories. This reclamation of 
black womanhood and its representations are critically important contributions in 
the contexts of states such as the US and South Africa because of how historically 
visual histories have been constructed primarily by non-black people. These con-
structions, even within pseudo-objective fields of research such as science and 
documentary photography, create one-sided and  misrepresentative depictions of 
black-ness and womanhood which, as is a central and recurring theme of this dis-
sertation, justify racial differences or satisfy colonial fantasies, and ultimately 
pander to the desires of a white audiences and their presumptions what black 
womanhood should be. 
 This dissertation attempts to analyse and demonstrate the impact of black 
artists’ positive and empowered representations of their own identity and how 
such images, firstly reconfigure perceptions of black womanhood through the 
medium of photography and secondly, how the practices of Simpson and Muholi 
influence younger generations to continue the pattern of representing and ar-
chiving black womanhood. The second and third chapters of this thesis gravitate 
towards black womanhood specifically within the conjunction of being black, fe-
male-identifying, and queer. This is central point of interest not only in Muholi’s 
practice, but equally in the practice of the curators of the Art Hoe Collective, with 
whom Simpson has met and mentored as part of a day-long interaction facilitated 
and recorded by the Tate. 
 Lauren Musu-Gillette et al., “Status and Trends in the Education of Racial and Ethnic 4
Groups 2017” (National Center for Education Statistics: July 2017), 90-92.
 United States Bureau of Labour Statisctics “Table 7. Employed people by occupation, 5
gender, race, and Hispanic or Latino ethnicity, 2014 annual averages” Labor Force Char-
acteristics by Race and Ethnicity, 2014 (Bureau of Labour Statistics, Nov 2015), 22-24.
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IV. Chapter Outline 
In the first chapter, I focus on the early work of Lorna Simpson. Through the 
analysis of a selection of three of Simpson’s photo-texts, a then-new medium pio-
neered by Simpson herself in the 1980s, I will outline Simpson’s to include sever-
al layers of hidden and dynamic meanings in her compositions. These photo-texts 
(Three-Seated Figures, Waterbearer, and You’re Fine) are analysed within a criti-
cal framework that draws primality on Barthesian semiotic theory such that the 
complexity of the compositions’ visual and textual components can be fully un-
packed. As a conceptual artist, Simpson’s talents lie in her ability to create visual-
ly minimalist compositions which are, upon careful consideration, deceptively 
complex. I argue that Simpson’s use of polysemous signs, text, and visual refer-
ences within her compositions formulates multifaceted compositions. The signs 
Simpson incorporate into her photographs (such as that of the black body, the 
white dress) have multiple meanings which are, as is characteristic of Simpson, 
oftentimes simultaneously complementary and contradictory. Furthermore,  I will 
argue that Simpson’s use of text and language as part of her composition rein-
forces operating meta-narratives which are at play in each photo-text but crucially 
never conclusive; it is this quality which allows Simpson to broadly represent and 
reference several themes at once, and fundamentally one of the qualities which 
underlines the level of sophisticated conceptual meanings present in each one of 
Simpson’s photo-texts.  
 The second chapter seeks to outline how Muholi rose to prominence as an 
activist and photographer and the ways in which Muholi’s current art practice and 
visual activism are inextricably linked. Muholi dedicates much of her time and 
work to representing the black LGBTI community in South African as part of her 
photography practice. The examination of Muholi’s career and, specifically, her 
Faces and Phases project, helps to shed light on the reasons for which Muholi has 
excelled as an artist/photographer - or, to use Muholi’s term, visual activist - with-
in the socio-cultural environment of South Africa. Once again, a critical frame-
work operating within a blend of semiotic theories of photography and post-colo-
nial theory, I outline the ways in which the portraits of Faces and Phases are 
complex images which not only fundamentally reconfigure misconceptions of 
black and queer identities but equally, as a collective body of work, disseminate 
negative visual histories of African-ness and black-ness that have dominated the 
discourse of photography as a result of colonialism. Muholi’s photographs, 
through their use of subtle but complex signs and references to visual histories of 
photography, have the dual functions of both diffusing harmful perceptions of 
black queers and more broadly creating and archive a body of work that acts as a 
visual antidote in society where historically black people have been misrepresent-
ed. 
 In the third chapter, I examine the involvement of Simpson and Muholi 
with younger generations of artists and their associated collectives. Simpson, who 
met with two members of Art Hoe Collective, voices her encouragement of the 
group’s  use of social media as a platform through which to create and present 
artwork as well as functioning as an online community for POC queer artists. 
Muholi, who attended the photography school and gallery Market Photo Place 
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which was established by David Goldblatt, now spends much of her time involved 
with photography training programmes at Market Photo Place where she mentors 
aspiring photographers from marginalised backgrounds. Muholi also co-founded 
Inkanyiso, a website created to increase visual advocacy training for black queers. 
Acts of mentorship on the part of Simpson and Muholi outline the ways in which 
established artists can empower emerging artists and collective through education 
and encouragement. In addition to examining the trajectory of the success of the 
Art Hoe Collective and their creation and distribution of images created of and by 
POC queers, the short and long term effects of implementing effective training 
resources such as Market Photo Place training programmes and Inkanyiso, I will 
demonstrate the candidacy of photography as the ideal medium through which 
black/POC groups can be empowered, as well as the ways in which online media 
platforms, involuting social media and independently operated websites, can func-
tion as convulsive and empowering online spaces for black/POC queers to en-
counter and present empowering visual representations of black womanhood and 
black queer-ness. 
LORNA SIMPSON 
REFORMING PERCEPTIONS OF BLACK WOMANHOOD THROUGH 
CONCEPTUALITY 
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 Fig. 1.1 
 This chapter will examine three specific examples of Simpson’s photo-text 
compositions. When referring to Simpson’s practice in general, I will be referring 
to the body of work she created and which was exhibited in the late 1980s and 
which includes many of Simpson’s famous photo-text compositions.  All of the 6
theoretical frameworks and approaches applied throughout this thesis refer to this 
body of work only; although many of the arguments/observations which will be 
made are equally applicable to later work of Simpson’s, in the interest of specifici-
ty, it is to this particular early collection of Simpson’s art works that this disserta-
tion refers. This particular body of work has been chosen because it maps out the 
ways in which Simpson’s initial early approach to conceptual photography and to 
sensitive subject matter led to her prominence in the art world at very early stage 
in her career. It is this prominence that led to her success - and eventual involve-
ment in the mentoring and support of the artists’ collectives belonging to a 
younger generation.  
 Following the completion of her studies in New York and California, 
Simpson had, as an emerging artist, already developed the style of minimalist and 
conceptual photography associated with her overall practice. Simpson’s work, 
which frequently references socio-cultural issues surrounding the perception of 
African-Americans (with particular attention, in the late-80s, to African-American 
women) in North America, is sensitively captured in photo-texts, compositions 
made up of photographic images and added text, the latter of which give the over-
all composition nuanced additional meaning. Although later in her career Simpson 
would eventually move into other areas such as film and video installation, the 
politically-engaged and sensitively-rendered photo-texts which Simpson created 
 At the time of writing, this particular body of work can be seen on Simpson’s website 6
and can be found in the sub-category ‘1958-1988’ in the ‘photographic works’ category. 
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throughout this time frame define Simpson’s overall working method and oeuvre 
as an artist. 
 The conceptual messages of Simpson’s photo-texts can be unpacked 
through the analysis of the visual and linguistic/textual components of the overall 
composition. Taking Three-Seated Figures, Waterbearer, and You’re Fine as ex-
amples, I will explore how Simpson’s works can be examined within the spheres 
of increasingly complex theories of photography theory in order to demonstrate 
Simpson’s capacity for embedding her compositions with layers of sophisticated 
and often hidden meaning. Operating within a theoretical framework influenced 
by the seminal photography theories of French theorist Roland Barthes, as well as 
contemporary scholars such as Okwui Enwezor and Lorraine O’ Grady, I will out-
line the many ways in which Simpson’s photo-texts are defined by layers of com-
plex references to both visual and textual histories which ultimately create com-
plex narratives exploring the transgressions suffered by African-American women 
in US history.  
 Three Seated Figures is a triptych of sequential photographic images in 
each of which a seated woman is shown. The woman appears shifts restlessly as 
the viewer’s eye crosses the series of photographs, a trompe l’oeil  Simpson 
achieves through photographing the woman occupying marginally different poses 
in each image (fig.1.1). Observed both as a sequence and with the additional lin-
guistic element of text, the images adopt a filmic quality, rejecting the quality of 
staticity typical of the medium of photography and instead presenting an impres-
sion of visual unrest. The physical anxieties embodied by the figure through the 
shifting poses she occupies plays a significant role in the reading of composition 
as a whole. In terms of colour and form, Simpson has taken her signature mini-
malist approach, one which counterintuitively functions as a means of embolden-
ing the conceptuality of her work. Through her use of a muted and monochromat-
ic colour palette, nondescript background, and formal straightforwardness in re-
gards to the subject’s en face stature in each image, Simpson creates a composi-
tion which initially give the deceptive impression of visual and conceptual sim-
plicity. The sophistication of Simpson’s messages, however, lies not in the formal 
attributes of the photographic image alone but is equally reinforced through her 
marriage of polysemous visual signs to textual signs within a composition. In ad-
dition to her use of nuanced visual and linguistic signs, Simpson’s photo-texts are 
shaped by subtle visual references to racialised histories of documentary and an-
thropological photography practices. Finally, the interpretation of Simpson’s pho-
to-texts is equally determined by the social and cultural contexts in which it is 
displayed and encountered. 
 The reading of an image can be heavily cultural, and the images found in 
Simpson’s photo-texts rely on such cultural meanings to fully relay the extent of 
their nuanced messages. Barthes, in his essay Rhetoric of the Image, argued that a 
photograph (in which he uses the example of a Panzani pasta advertisement) can 
be understood existing as having two messages, that of a linguistic message (the 
advertisement’s label) and that of a visual message related through iconic signs 
(those being the fresh vegetables and pasta depicted in the photograph). The icon-
ic messages can be read dually given its capacity to be read as both ‘coded iconic 
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images’ and as a ‘non-coded iconic images’ simultaneously.  Although Three 7
Seated Figures follows, in the most basic sense, as similar formal structure to that 
of Barthes’ example structurally in terms of its visual and linguistic elements, the 
signs encountered in the photo-text are considerably more complex than that of 
the Panzani advertisement. Nonetheless, the similar application of Barthes’ theory 
yields insightful results into the reading of Simpson’s photo-texts as multifaceted 
narratives and the ways in which the most simple components of Simpson’s pho-
to-texts act as conduits for multifaceted signification. 
 Unlike the Panzani example, Three Seated Figures (or, indeed, Waterbear-
er and You’re Fine) cannot be seen as a non-coded image as it depends too strong-
ly on a social and cultural knowledge which ultimately determine their conceptual 
significance for the viewer. Independently of the theoretical and conceptual quali-
ties of Three Seated Figures, the presence alone of an image depicting a black fe-
male body in the context of a historically white-dominated institution is fraught 
with social and cultural implications. Art historian Lorraine O’Grady outlines how 
stereotypes of black women have been been defined by opposing characteristics 
throughout the history of fine art. There is Jezebel, immoral and lewd, defined by 
her hyper-sexuality and ‘ceaselessly open’ genitals, and then there is Mammy, the 
wild African woman domesticated, a female eunuch upon whose ‘inexhaustibly 
comforting breast’ we can rest.  Even embodying either (or, as with Olympia’s 8
maid, as argued by O’Grady, both) of these stereotypes, representations of black 
women historically have been peripheral to accompanying representations of 
white women. The black woman, when represented at all, is seen, as in Manet’s 
Olympia, is reduced to the ‘peripheral Negro’ depicted to reinforce the whiteness 
of the European figure.  Simpson’s placement of a black woman as the primary 9
subject of her composition within these environmental contexts broadly critiques 
the histories of art in which black women have been shunted into the peripheries 
or excluded entirely. Simpson’s work, by means of its context alone, reveals a first 
layer of meaning, that of re-engineering associations of the black female figure 
through the ‘conscious recovery and reclamation of those bodies that have been 
devalued, brutalised, and violated’ within the domain of the museum space.  10
 
Fig. 1.2 
 Another measure by which Simpson’s capacity for embedding layers of 
nuanced meaning into her works can be seen is in her careful positioning of text 
 Roland Barthes, “Rhetoric of the Image” in Image - Music -Text trans. Stephen Heath 7
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1977) p.154.
 Lorraine O’Grady, “Olympia’s Maid: Reclaiming Black Female Subjectivity” in New 8
Feminist Criticism: Art, Identity, Action ed. Joanna Frueh et al (New York: Icon, 1994), 
152-170.
 Ibid, 154.9
 Okwui Enwezor, “Social Grace” in Third Text Vol.10 No.35 (1996), 49.10
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within her compositions. Although all of the visual signs present in Simpson’s 
photo-texts are polysemous, there is a certain hierarchy of signification that is en-
hanced by Simpson’s positions of supplementary textual signs. This use of lin-
guistic elements elevates the visual components of her photo-texts— such as, and 
is examined in forthcoming sections, the black body, the white shift dress - from 
icons and indices into multifaceted symbols encoded with several messages. 
Simpson achieves this vis-à-vis her careful choice and positioning of words and 
phrases, fragments of text which Simpson has stated are “far more difficult to 
come up with than the images.”  Enwezor notes that Simpson placement of text 11
in Waterbearer drastically alters the viewer’s perception of it; the fragmented nar-
rative - which reads ‘She saw him disappear by the river / They asked her to tell 
what happened / Only to discount her memory’ - elevates the status of a technical-
ly impressive photograph to that of a compelling image which ‘calls up the “re-
pressed or forgotten" memories of African American women, their “subjugated 
knowledge” […] as makers of and witnesses to history.’   The text enhances the 12
dynamic quality of the composition through allowing the figure to selectively dic-
tate to the viewer fragments of an operating meta-narrative of which she is the fo-
cal point. Waterbearer’s figure oscillates between positions of power; she is em-
powered by virtue of her ability to reveal pieces of narrative but equally made 
vulnerable by the tragic circumstances of the diegesis in which she is the central 
 Andrew Wilkes, “Lorna Simpson” Aperture 133, Fall 1993, 16.11
 Enwezor, “Social Grace”, 51.12
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character. Simpson has noted that the figure in Waterbearer functions as not as a 
“monolithic” and two-dimensional representation of black womanhood but rather 
as a “universal symbol” which broadly encapsulates the struggles faced by a range 
of individuals within the domains of white-dominated and patriarchal societies 
both presently and in history.   13
 Simpson has remarked that her use of text is a means by which to subtly 
direct the viewer towards an implied context without forcing a definitive narrative 
on the composition.  The style of writing used by Simpson in these photo-texts, 14
in terms of structure and content, is generally vague and can be quasi-poetic, car-
rying the characteristic non-specificity which allows Simpson to delimit the repre-
sentational abilities of her photo-text such that the narrative can be interpreted by 
different readers in different capacities. However, the meta-narrative at play in 
each photo-text which can be packed by careful analysis of the words and their 
accompanying significants and associations. In You’re Fine, the figure faces away 
from the probing gaze of the viewer. The text to the left is positioned horizontally 
and reads ““physical exam”, “reflexes”, “lung capacity” “weight.” To the right, 
there are two words positioned vertically - “secretarial” and “position.” The text 
used in the You’re Fine adopts a tone that is considerably less poetic than that of 
Waterbearer. One association of the clinical nature of the text, taken in conjunc-
tion with the image, is that of the society of the United States in the 18th and 19th 
centuries in which enslaved African-American women were considered assets. 
The enslaved women were seen by their white (male) enslavers as property, as 
manual labour, as a source of sexual gratification and as producers of future 
slaves.  Furthermore, the medical tests to which women like that of this composi15 -
tion were subjected was not an act of love or care on the behalf on their enslavers, 
but rather a practical means by which to ensure their property kept its value. Any 
medical treatment given to enslaved men and women was not borne from a place 
of care or affection on behalf of their enslavers and such medical attention was 
instead, as Walter Johnson reminds us, a ‘tactical commitment[s]’ made by slave 
owners, ‘tricks of the trade […] underwritten by the hope of [the eventual] sale 
and overall monetary value of their slaves.’  The tonal signification of these 16
words and their structure reflects the emotional detachment felt by the subject’s 
enslaver, and is indexical of the dehumanisation of African-American people in 
American history.  
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Fig. 1.3 
  
 It is through this use of text that the dichotomous characteristics that can 
be associated with Simpson’s overall methodology as an artist can be seen once 
again; the photo-text’s accompanying words, which at first appear to clarify the 
meaning of the composition, ultimately frustrate the viewer’s reading of the im-
ages.  However, this temporary frustration on the viewer’s part leads ultimately 17
to a higher understanding of the composition as a unified whole through reinforc-
ing Simpson’s overarching themes of unspoken narratives and undocumented his-
tories, themes which are shared by much of Simpson’s early work. Speaking of 
Waterbearer, Simpson notes that the photo-text ‘ties into a thread’ present in many 
of the work created during this period and addresses the idea that memory is 
something “being either affirmed or discounted, and how we construct our own 
narratives based on our own subjectivity.”   18
 Simpson’s capacity to use text to embed nuanced meanings in the image(s) 
of her photo-texts is equally apparent in Three-Seated Figures in which, once 
again, Simpson use of text of the purpose of suggesting a symbolic meta-narra-
tive. The text, positioned above the accompanying triptych of photographs, reads 
“her story” “prints” “marks” “signs of entry” “each time they looked for proof.” 
As with Waterbearer, the viewer’s reading of the images alone, while reflective of 
Simpson’s technical skills of photography, is dramatically altered with the higher 
level of signification provided by the addition of a linguistic element. Enwezor 
notes how, without text, ‘the image would have read as a series of images of a 
tense woman not particularly comfortable with the obtrusive and prying gaze of 
the camera.’  However, the physical anxieties embodied by the figure through her 19
uneasy, shifting body language, are compound the underlying suggestion of the 
text: the composition, taken as a whole, formulates a visual allegory of sexual as-
sault. Furthermore, the words  when encountered in the context of the accompany-
ing images, adopt an increasingly sinister tone. Through framing the sequential 
photographs with phrases immediately to the left (“her story”) and right (“each 
time they looked for proof”), Simpson gives the composition a definitive begin-
ning (“her story”) and end (“each time they looked for proof”), thereby reinforces 
the filmic, non-static characteristics of the composition and its potency as a sym-
bolic narrative. 
 In addition to the higher level of complexity of signification Simpson af-
fords to her photo-texts through use of text and language, her use of visual sym-
bols occupies a central role in Simpson’s photo-texts suggest layers of nuanced 
meaning. A characteristic of Simpson’s early photo-texts is her tendency to photo-
graph her subject anonymously; the identity of figures we encounter are rarely 
revealed. Obscuring the face of the figure either through the positioning of the 
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woman so that she turns her back to the viewer or by the physical margins of the 
photograph’s border, the ambiguity of the unidentifiable figure can be defined by 
sets of opposing characteristics which reinforce the complex dichotomous values 
of Simpson’s photographs. The figure is both subject and object, empowered and 
vulnerable, ambiguous and ubiquitous, history and fiction. Likewise, the viewer 
adopts the dual role of acting as both witness to and perpetrator of the implied 
transgressions endured by the figure in the photographic image.  
 Once again, Three Seated Figures serves as an example through which the 
dichotomous values outlined above can be examined. The figure appears in each 
image of the sequence anonymously as a disembodied torso whose face is ob-
scured by the photographic margins. The result of positions the figure as such is 
debatable. Andrew Wilkes argues that the concealment of the figure’s identity 
‘disrupts the viewer’s vantage point’ thereby making the figure’s body into a bar-
rier, and consequently, the viewer, ‘unable to become a voyeur, must turn away 
[…]’.  While Wilkes’ statement that the figure is empowered by means of her 20
defensive posture is true to an extent, the exposure of the figure’s body as an un-
named and unidentifiable torso renders her equally vulnerable to the viewer’s 
gaze. Through obscuring the figure’s face, Simpson limits the viewer’s ability to 
empathise entirely with subject. This is no error on Simpson’s part; in addition to 
what Enwezor describes as the ‘denying  specificity or fixity in any one context’ 
through ‘the temporal and spatial dislocation’ of the images, the figure’s univer-
sality, achieved by her anonymity and elusiveness, allows her to broadly represent 
the undocumented experiences of African-American women.  A byproduct of the 21
figure’s anonymity and ambiguity can be read as the reduction of the figure’s 
body to that of an object. Through positioning the viewer purposefully in such a 
way that the figure is ultimately objectified, Simpson firmly recalls to memory the 
ways in which African-American women historically have been likewise objecti-
fied and disempowered. Thus, the faceless black body depicted in the images tran-
scends the constraints of objectification and becomes a complex symbol of black 
trauma compounded by the figure’s oscillations between positions of vulnerability 
and authorship simultaneously.  
 Simpson’s recurring use of the white shift dress sported by the subjects of 
her photographs operates as an equally complex symbol. Simple in both shape and 
texture, the dress appears as though it could be cut of cotton or muslin, and is rem-
iniscent of of garments worn by African-American women throughout the era of 
slavery in North America. Harriet Ann Jacobs, a former slave, recounts in her 
memoir how she hated her ‘scanty wardrobe’ and ‘the linsey-woolsey dress’ given 
to her by her mistress which she considered to be a badge of slavery.  The dress 22
equally brings to mind, as one critic Abigail Foerstner observed, the plain white 
gowns widely associated with ‘hospitals and other institutions where people sur-
 Wilkes, “Lorna Simpson”, 16.20
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render control to varying degrees.’  The conceptual nuance of this symbol lies 23
once again in the multiplicity of its signs. As such garments are visually sugges-
tive of disempowerment, Simpson’s choice to photograph her subjects wearing 
such dresses is subversive in how Simpson appropriates the negative signification 
of the white dress. The white dress was used in historical academic paintings as a 
visual trope for depictions of black characters to emphasise the darkness of the 
wearer’s skin (and, by proxy, emphasise the whiteness of any concurrent depic-
tions of European characters).  
 Similarly to Manet’s problematic representation of a black character in 
Olympia, Marie-Guillemine Benoist’s Portrait d’une Négresse (1800) is essential-
ly a misguided representation of black womanhood. The black figure portrayed in 
Benoist’s painting is depicted alone, and therefore cannot be said to fulfil the pur-
pose of emphasising the whiteness of an accompanying European character. How-
ever, even when painted alone, the implication of dressing the black woman in 
white is generally accepted as a means by which the artist can either emphasise 
the contrasting darkness of the figure’s skin tone, thereby underlining the charac-
ter's exoticness or other-ness, characteristics reinforced by the figure’s partial 
nakedness and African headdress, the latter of which art historian Griselda Pollock 
has commented is an ‘important sign’ alluring to the inherent exotic nature of the 
black woman.  Although granted more dignity than the black character depicted 24
in Olympia, Benoist’s sitter is nonetheless subjected to, as described by Viktoria 
Schmidt-Linsenhoff, exposure to and visual consumption by a white audience.  25
In Simpson’s work, the black woman we encounter does not exists for such a pur-
pose, and rather Simpson’s re-appropriation of visual trope historically associated 
with the misrepresentation and disempowerment of black women is instead sub-
versive in how, firstly, Simpson uses the white dress as a means of positively em-
phasising the subject’s blackness, and secondly, in how Simpson incorporates vis-
ual references to historical fine art practices in which black women have been 
negatively portrayed into her photographs, and it is  these histories Simpson cri-
tiques through her reclamation of the very visual tropes once used to disempower 
these women through such misrepresentation.  
 Simpson’s ability to reference several visual histories in a minimalist com-
position is one of her great talents as an artist. Moreover, her use of polysemous 
signs formulate complex compositions defined by contradictions and the concep-
tual multiplicity found in the elements of the text and images are compounded by 
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the initial apparent minimalism and simplicity of the overall composition. The 
quality which underpins Simpson’s working method as an artist ands conceptual-
ist is her capacity to create dichotomous signs, which initially appear to peacefully 
co-exist, but the meaning of which slowly unravels with careful consideration. 
Simpson’s compositions, as Enwezor notes, ‘are never conclusive’ and yet neither 
are limited by her characteristic non-specificity.   Rather, it is these precise quali26 -
ties which reinforce Simpson’s photo-texts as retrospective additions to lost and 
undocumented histories of women, histories articulated by Simpson through the 
ambiguous and, consequently, seemingly semi-omnipotent character Simpson 
places at the focal point of her photographs.In each of the photo-texts examined 
we see the ways in which significations oscillate between bifurcated contradictory 
meanings, in how the faceless black torso is a symbol of power and vulnerability, 
of anonymity and ubiquity, the white dress is representative of oppression and lib-
eration, the meaning of a single word meanders between complexity and clarity, 
and in how the ever-present woman dictates her stories to us in ways that are both 
cathartic and secretive all at once.  
 ZANELE MUHOLI 
ARCHIVING THE EXISTENCE OF QUEER BLACK WOMANHOOD 
 Zanele Muholi, like Simpson, began her career as an artist with an interest 
in documentary photography. Although much of their work is similar in the way it 
approaches subject matter, Simpson’s and Muholi’s respective backgrounds are 
strikingly different. Simpson was fortunate to have attained both a bachelor’s and 
master’s degree from two highly regarded universities in the United States and 
while Muholi obtained her Masters of Fine Arts from in Ryerson University in 
2009, she created much of her early work, such as that of her 2004 exhibition Vis-
ual Sexuality, prior to her completion of this degree. Muholi is based in Johannes-
burg in her native South Africa; she was born in the Durban township of Umlazi. 
Like many townships in South Africa, Umlazi is a township to which many black 
South Africans were forcibly relocated as part of the Group Areas Act, which seg-
regated black and white South Africans during the apartheid era. Home to almost 
half a million people, Umlazi is a space that is frequently ‘plagued by poverty, 
unemployment and a range of social ills. But it is also a place with a strong sense 
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of community.’  Muholi’s photography practice, and in particular her ongoing 27
project Faces and Phases, seeks to make visible members of the LGBTI commu-
nity for whom the spaces of townships such as Umlazi are both centres of com-
munity as well as being sites of recurring violence. 
 Muholi is a prominent member of South African LGBTQI communities 
and blends her dual interests in political activism and visual art as part of her on-
going photography and art practices. Muholi’s overall oeuvre is concerned with 
themes of queer visibility and sexuality, an interest which can be traced back her 
earliest exhibitions, such as the collection of intimate lesbian portraits displayed 
as part of Visual Sexuality in 2004.  This thread is equally visible in Muholi’s 28
Faces and Phases (2006-present), a body of work consisting of an as of yet unde-
fined number of portraits of black lesbian, transgender, and queer individuals who 
can be described collectively as black queers (a community with which Muholi 
identifies), and whose personal and collective experiences testify to the brutal 
conditions faced by the LGBTI community in a society which is frequently op-
posed to their existence.  In addition to her art and photography practice, Muholi 29
is active within a number of organisations which campaign for LGBTI rights in 
South Africa; she is the co-founder of the Forum of Empowerment for Women 
(FEW), has collaborated with the South African Gay and Lesbian Memory in Ac-
tion (GALA), in addition to having founded Inkanyiso, multi-media platform es-
tablished with the intention of disseminating visual histories, as well as being a 
space to provide skills and training among LGBTI communities.      30 31 32
 Muholi began the ambitious Faces and Phases project in 2006, after her 
realisation that “black South Africans, especially lesbians, [don’t] have much vis-
ual history that speaks to pressing issues, both current and also in the past.”  The 33
 Sgu Shangase, “My Hometown: Umlazi,in KwaZuluNatal” ENCA.com, July 26, 2016. 27
Accessed October 20, 2017.  
 https://www.enca.com/south-africa/my-hometown-umlazi-kwazulu-natal 
 Deborah Willis, “Zanele Muholi Faces and Phases” Aperture, Issue 5, No. 218 (2015), 28
59.
 Julie Crenn, “Zanele Muholi: À Visages Découverts” Politique Africaine Vol. 126 No.2 29
(June 2012), 114.
 Nomusa M. Makhubu “Violence and the cultural logics of pain: representations of sex30 -
uality in the work of Nicholas Hlobo and Zanele Muholi” Critical Arts Vol.26 No.4 (Oc-
tober 04, 2012), 505. Accessed March 29, 2018. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02560046.2017.1345973 
 For a  more detailed description of Muholi’s collaboration with GALA see Leora Far31 -
ber, “Beyond the Ethnographic Turn: Reconfiguring the Archive in Selected Works by 
Zanele Muholi” Critical Arts Vol. 31 No.2 (Nov, 2017) 22. Accessed March 29, 2018. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02560046.2017.1345973 
 Íde Corley, ‘“An Interview with Zanele Muholi” Wasafiri Vol. 31 No. 1, March 2016), 32
22.
 Cited in Willis, “Zanele Muholi Faces and Phases”, 59.33
 !21
underlying intention of the project is to document the histories and validate the 
existence of black queers through the creation and presentation of portraits of 
members of the LGBTI community as well as a reaction “to challenge the notion 
that homosexuality was un-African.”   Muholi was equally moved to begin the 34 35
project following the death of a close friend and colleague Busi Sugasa, who 
passed away as a result of complications from AIDS she had contracted from suf-
fering ‘corrective’ rape, a practice widespread in South Africa which is frequently 
suffered by those of the black queer community.  Muholi had previously pho36 -
tographed Sugasa as part of the project during its early stages, and it was Sugasa’s 
death, as well as the death of other members of the black queer community at the 
hands of homophobic attacks, which Muholi cites as an incentive to continue the 
growth of the project.  Faces and Phases consists of an ever increasing number 37
of over 300 photographic prints and has been displayed internationally in the 
Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, the Yancey Richardson Gallery in New York City 
and the Zeitz Museum of Contemporary Art Africa in Cape Town. In addition to 
being displayed collectively as an installation, Muholi’s portraits have been pub-
lished as part of a book titled Faces and Phases 2006-2004. The book, which was 
shortlisted for a Deutsche Börse Photography Prize, is a compilation of over 250 
portraits of black queers as well as a ‘collection of portraits, poems, and personal 
essays [written by those featured in the portraits] provid[ing] a sobering testament 
to the suffering and strength of its subjects.’  At Muholi’s exhibition in the 38
Stedelijk Museum, a copy of the book which was displayed concurrently with the 
installation. The display book, which featured contributions by many of the 
women featured in the photographs of the exhibitions, functioned as an insightful 
accompaniment to the installation, a curatorial decision which aptly reflected 
Muholi’s value of collaboration with her community that can be consistently 
found throughout her practice and which defines her working method as an ac-
tivist and artist. 
 Despite the high level of artistic calibre encountered in Muholi’s pho-
tographs, she is reluctant to describe herself as a fine artist or visual artist and in-
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stead defines herself as a “visual activist.”  Muholi stresses that those she pho39 -
tographs as part of her projects are participants rather than subjects.  Muholi dis40 -
likes using the term ‘subjects’ to describe the individuals she photographs because 
of the word’s negative connotations of subjection and submission which would 
undermine the intended purpose of her work, that is, its political importance. 
Muholi’s use of the word ‘participants’ and her description of herself as ‘activist’ 
as opposed to artist reflect the approach taken by Muholi in creating the portraits 
seen in Faces and Phases. The term ‘participants’ implies collaboration, and ‘ac-
tivist’ implies, naturally, action but the term also fundamentally eschews any neg-
ative connotations regarding power relations between artists and their subjects, 
relationships in which artists exact control over the representation of the subject. 
This sentiment is at the forefront of Muholi’s work ethos; Muholi’s exact purpose 
in creating Faces and Phases and as a visual activist and photographer is to make 
widely available images of queer, trans, and lesbian black women. Muholi re-
marks that black lesbian women in South Africa ‘should be […] counted on to 
write our own history and validate our own existence,’ an ethos she strives to em-
body through her own practice.   41
 Unlike the vividly colourful photographs found in her other work, such as 
Brave Beauties and Beulah which document gay and transgender men whose 
body language is extensively more candid than those of the serious stances seen in 
Faces and Phases, Muholi has elected to portray the majority of the participants 
of project in black and white. The significance of Muholi’s decision to use a 
monochromatic palette, in addition to the decidedly formal positioning of her par-
ticipants, reinforces the notion the idea that the project is not, in Muholi’s  
Fig. 2.1 
words, “for show or for play.”  Muholi eschews the use of a professional indoor 42
photography studio and instead frequently opts to shoot her portraits on location at 
the site of the participant’s home. Muholi has emphatically stated this is what she 
prefers; to photograph someone in their own neighbourhood, in their home, in 
their favourite outfits (fashion/clothes are important signs in her portraits) and, 
overall, as part of connecting to the participant’s reality in order to document an 
authentic encounter with the participant and their personal space.  The familiarity 43
of these encounters is characteristically typical of Muholi’s style and is a con-
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tributing factor what makes her otherwise formally minimalist portraits so strik-
ing. 
 A recurring characteristic of Muholi’s photography practice is her interest 
in and frequent appropriation of domestic spaces and household objects. The ap-
propriation of such objects is prevalent in other series, such as in her series of self-
portraits Somnyama Ngonyama (“Hail the Dark Lioness”), in which items such as 
clothes pegs, balls of steel wool, sponges, and latex gloves are used to construct 
ornate headpieces; part of the series is inspired by the experiences of Muholi’s 
mother as a domestic worker in a white household for many years.  The house44 -
hold objects used by Muholi to construct the pseudo-African headdresses, as seen 
in Bester I, Mayotte (2015), are important signifiers with dual meaning. In a simi-
lar way to Pollock’s theorisation of the African head-wrap as a signifier of other-
ness and exotification of a black subject in the history of fine art, Muholi’s con-
structed headpieces are indexical of misconceived notions of blackness and  
African-ness.  However, the construction of the headpiece from items, such as 45
clothes pegs seen in Bester I, Mayotte, which simultaneously signify domesticity 
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reads as a complex reference to histories of black people in colonial Africa in 
which they were marginalised both initially as a consequence of their perceived 
wildness as well as in later stages in which they were ‘peasant[-ised] and proletar-
ian[-ised]’ by European colonisers and employed in servile positions such as do-
mestic workers and manual labourers for white colonisers.  The quasi-African 46
aesthetic of the headpiece incites the viewer to consider the ways in which they 
perceive representations of black and African subjects in fine art and the extent to 
which these perceptions are framed within notions of African-ness borne out of 
visual histories in which black people have been disempowered through their mis-
representation. 
Fig. 2.2 
  
Muholi’s appropriation of household objects with ties as signifiers of domesticity 
appears once again in some of the photographs in Faces and Phases as seen in the 
draping table cloths and duvets as backdrops in the portraits of Dorothy Magome 
and  Zim Salusalu.  In this context, however, the signification of domesticity is 47
one which emotes familiarity rather than histories of oppression. The presence of 
objects which signify homeliness and familiarity establishes the viewer’s percep-
tion of the image as the private and personal territory of the photographed partici-
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pant, a space into which we may only enter on the condition of having built, as 
Muholi does in her practice, a relationship with the person photographed and their 
reality.  Through inviting the viewer to enter into the personal spaces of the par48 -
ticipants of Faces and Phases, Muholi encourages the viewer to connect with the 
participants; in the context of a society which can be unwelcoming to black 
queers, the viewer’s empathy toward and humanisation of the participant plays a 
critical role in how Muholi creates her images. This strategy is central to Muholi’s 
intentions both as an activist and an artist; through creating a visible archive of 
black members of the LBGTI community, Muholi aims to ‘normalise homosexu-
ality [and queerness]’, thereby ultimately diffusing societal negative perceptions 
of queerness.  The significations of familiarity, in addition to the impressions of 49
being invited to enter into personal and domestic spaces, are crucial in how the 
portraits of Faces and Phases reinforce ideas of community, presence, and visibil-
ity of black queers as part of the naturally diverse and heterogeneous strata which 
makes up the societies of South African townships. 
 Fashion and personal style, like the domestic spaces of Faces and Phases 
which emote familiarity and approachability, are used by Muholi as signs in her 
photography practice. One of Muholi’s primary working methods in the creation 
of Faces and Phases was her insistence that the participants dress as well as they 
can. When asked by Deborah Willis as to what role fashion and dress played in 
the creation of the portraits, Muholi states that: 
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‘In early photography, African people were never given any dignity. They were portrayed 
either as poverty-stricken black faces or as ugly. If they were dressed otherwise, that was 
regarded as selling an image to the West. I wanted to change the attitude of those who are 
looking at us.’   50
In a similar vein to her use of domestic items to evoke familiarity and intimacy in 
the viewer as part of their encounter with the portraits of Faces and Phases, 
Muholi uses the participant’s dress sense to connote empowerment and dignity. 
Elaborating on the struggles faced by black queers in contemporary African soci-
ety, which at their most brutal includes rape and murder, Muholi notes that the act 
of dressing well and looking good as paramount to the way in which she has 
structured the project; despite the often tragic subject matter Faces and Phases 
approaches, for Muholi, her participants looking good lays the foundation for dig-
nified representation of themselves and their identities.  Furthermore, historic 51
attempts made by non-black photographers to portray blackness and African cul-
ture are found in images in which the subjects have been dressed in pseudo-tribal 
attire and which pander to the expectations and desires of a Western audience. 
Ferber, in her critique of the ‘generic exoticism’ found in photographs of indige-
nous Africans such as those taken by Alfred Cronin-Duggan, notes the problemat-
ic nature of such compositions in which black Africans, despite being depicted in 
their ‘natural rural setting’, have been photographed ‘bedecked […] with acces-
sories and costumes from his store of props’ in order to re-emphasise  
their exotic-ness.  Commenting on Muholi’s use of a mishmash of traditional 52
Zulu attire and cheap commercial jewellery in her Beulah series, Ferber expands 
on the ways in which clothes and fashion can be considered important signifiers in 
portraits of black Africans. Muholi, in Faces and Phases, utilises clothes and fash-
ion to a similar end. Although not a satire of the generic-exoticism seen in colo-
nial portraiture which is found in her Beulah series, Muholi’s emphasis on the 
contemporary clothes and dress sported by the participants of Faces and Phases 
indicates the visual reclamation of authentic black and South African identities  
which are far removed from the hyper-exoticised representations found in colonial 
portraiture and documentary photography. 
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Fig. 2.3 
 In addition to making visible positive representations of black queerness, 
the portraits of Faces and Phases act as a visual antidote to the indefinite number 
of dehumanising depictions of blackness and African-ness that have entered into 
the discourses of art, media, and science throughout history. These images of 
African people, which frequently saturate Western media, perpetrate negative per-
ceptions of black African identity as a consequence. South African photographer 
Kevin Carter is known for his apartheid-era photography of famine and poverty, 
particularly for his the work he made during his time in Sudan in 1993, at which 
time the country was ravaged by widespread famine. His Pulitzer-prize winning 
photograph entitled Starving Child and Vulture (1993) is particularly famous. The 
photograph, which shows an emaciated child collapsed on the ground while a vul-
ture lurks nearby, was cited by Time magazine as one of the most 100 influential 
images of all time. Although it is crucial to document and report significant events 
in history, many of the images we see of African people exist to benefit the pho-
tographer and the audience rather than the subject(s) of such images.  
 A great deal of photographs of black Africans exists to fulfil the desires of 
European colonisers, the capacity of the images to do so can be seen in misrepre-
sentations of black Africans in old photographs or tourist postcards. Enwezor, 
commenting on the colonisers’ obsession with of such representations of African-
ness, notes how such images exist to portray natives as anonymous and unthreat-
ening; the subjects of such images ‘are attractive,’ he writes, ‘because of […] their 
existence at the margins of history.’  Having been from liberated from any emo53 -
tional or ethical threat that may have been incurred by more a humanising form of 
representation, the viewer is granted a ‘gratifying contextual licence’ to do with 
the images as he pleases.  Alternatively, within the domains of documentary and 54
anthropological photography, Farber notes of how the photography of Africans 
served as means to ‘naturalise colonial fantasies’ surrounding the inherent primi-
tiveness of Africans, their ‘base’ sexuality, spatial and temporal fixity, and close-
ness to nature.  Similarly, photography was adopted by the fields of social Dar55 -
winism and similar pseudo-sciences, such as anthropology and anthropometry, the 
theories of which it was intended to satisfy through visually demonstrating and 
documenting alleged racial differences between ethnic groups.  Many anthropol56 -
ogists, such as Franz Boas, ‘regarded the camera as a relatively objective record-
ing device’ with which they could document fundamental physical differences be-
tween race that would verify beliefs of ethnic and racial differences between dif-
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ferent groups of people.  Such practices were prevalent in the early twentieth 57
century, a time during which many anthropologists subscribed to the ‘topological 
thesis [that] had originated in the early 19th century as part of the polygenesis ar-
gument’ which theorised that ‘different races were created by God separately at 
the same time and that breeding between different races was therefore not only 
impossible but it was undesirable.’  Despite the eventual dissolution of such 58
fields of research, the (mis)representation of blackness and African-ness remains 
an issue which artists such as Muholi counteracts the histories of photography in 
which black Africans have been marginalised and disempowered through her own 
archive of empowered portraits black Africans queers. 
 Muholi counteracts the histories of photography in which black Africans 
have been marginalised and disempowered through her own archive of empow-
ered portraits black Africans queers. Muholi’s use of photography in Faces and 
Phases subverts the power dynamic typically associated with representations of 
black people found historically in photography. This Muholi achieves through the 
important signifiers of body language; her participants are almost without excep-
tion photographed embodying empowered stances and assertive facial expres-
sions. Her participants stand en face to the viewer, and maintaining assured eye 
contact. Nomusa Makhubu argues in that such stances are an appropriation of tra-
ditional masculinity, and remarks that the ‘toughness’ of the confrontational 
stances found, for example, in the portraits of Lebo Mashifane (2009) and 
Nonzwakazi P Ncapayi (2007), ‘allude[s] to potential aggression threatening to 
rupture the surface upon provocation.’  While this perception of the body lan59 -
guage is accurate to a degree, Makhubu’s anxiety to attribute such the empowered 
stances of those photographed to superficial performances of masculinity is un-
derpinned by their subscription to archaic theories of gender which posit mas-
culinity and femininity and their accompanying characteristics as opposing bina-
ries which exists independently. Considering the diversity of the community 
Muholi photographs as part of Faces and Phases, in which queer visibility is fun-
damentally a focal point, it seems reductionist to interpret Muholi’s visual lan-
guages within the constraints of traditional gender underpinned by Manichean 
conceptions of gender binaries, conceptions which ultimately fail to acknowledge 
the broad spectrum of gender/sexuality with which many members of the queer 
community identify. Instead, it is arguably more cohesive to interpret these em-
powered distances as a reinforcement of Muholi’s determination that her work not 
be seen as ‘for work or for play’, in addition to the degree of defiance that may be 
felt any some participants in exposing themselves to an audience which is not al-
ways necessarily welcoming.  
 In addition to functioning as an ongoing archive of members of the black 
queer/lesbian community in South Africa, Muholi’s collection of portraits that can 
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be seen in her Faces and Phases project act as way for members of this very 
community to both mourn and celebrate the lives and deaths of such individuals. 
Kylie Thomas notes that Muholi’s photography can be considered memorial pho-
tography in the way that it permanently creates an archive of memorial portraits  60
of lesbians who have suffered acts of violent and homophobic/transphobic hate 
crimes such as ‘curative’ rape, sexual assault, bodily harm, and in the most severe 
cases, such as that of Emely Radabe Maleshwane in December 2013, murder. 
Through making visible a body of work that represents black queers, Muholi cre-
ates a space in the canon of visual culture for the experiences, both positive and 
negative, of members of the queer community in South Africa. The creation (and 
distribution) of such an archive is a crucial part of the way in which such images 
will infiltrate the visual history of South Africa. Through her position as not only 
artist and photographer, but also visual activist, Muholi has secured a firm place in 
the canon for her photographic portraits. Through the dual function of the Faces 
and Phases collection as both works of art and collectively as a political state-
ment, as well as their presence not only online but also within commercial gal-
leries, art exhibitions, and museums, the Faces and Phases project achieves a 
two-fold status. The fact that the portraits of Muholi’s participants can be easily 
accessed and seen online, on Muholi’s own website, and on the website of her or-
ganisation, Inkanyiso, means that the project performs as an archive that is readily 
available to be experienced by a community that is lacking representation in the 
visual culture of South Africa. At the same time, the critical and commercial suc-
cess of Faces and Phases in the art world means that the portraits are endowed 
with both cultural and monetary value that can potentially continue to fuel 
Muholi’s activism and, as well as her help philanthropy with non-profit organisa-
tions and workshops which empower marginalised groups such as the LGBTI 
community.  
 Muholi’s practice of promoting the visibility of black queers in South 
Africa refutes claims that homosexuality, lesbianism, and gender non-conforming 
identities are, to use black lesbian activist Funeka Soldaat’s term, “un-African.”  61
Through creating and archiving portraits of the members of the LGBTI communi-
ty, Muholi is constantly visually reinforcing the presence of black queers within 
the wider South African society. Considering the impact of Muholi’s portraits, 
such as the complex significations of intimacy and dignity found in her appropria-
tion of domestic spaces and fashion, as well as her characteristic formal simplicity 
and the empowered stances of her participants which demand the viewer’s re-
spect, it is clear that photography functions as a highly successful visual conduit 
through which Muholi can create representations of black queers. These pho-
tographs are empowering in several capacities; firstly, they are empowering for 
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the participant in how they are granted control and authorship over the way in 
which they present their identity. Muholi’s personal closeness to the participants 
and the LGBTI community (and in particular her insistence on her work process 
being a collaboration) in addition to the contextual setting of the participant’s 
home, reinforces the associated power dynamic of the portraits as one being 
weighed in favour of the participant. Through soliciting the viewer to enter into 
the space of the participant, who is, as seen in the portraits of Zim Salusalu and , 
represented as dignified and often stoic, Muholi established a power dynamic of 
which her participant is in control. The images of Faces and Phases are, further-
more, empowering in how they collectively formulate an ever-expanding visual 
archive which documents the presence of blackness and queerness in South Africa 
in a fundamentally positive light. 
  Muholi states that black queers have always existed in South Africa 
but fell through the cracks of canonical representation, and it is these lost histories 
that fuel her adamance to create a contemporary and ever-growing archive of vis-
ual histories of black queers. In response to being asked about notions of homo-
sexuality ‘being Western or urban in black communities’, Muholi maintains that 
LGBTI were a part of tribal culture and language but were never documented ‘be-
cause it wasn’t of any interest to the historians and anthropologists that came be-
fore us.’  The visual language of the portraits is one which ultimately connotes 62
individuality and community simultaneously and, in addition to the personal na-
ture of the images as portraits, Makhubu expands on how Muholi’s inclusion of 
the participants’ names and addresses in the titles of her work ‘asserts fearless-
ness, as if to declare: we are here, we are your neighbours, friends, your sons and 
daughters.’  Through the creation of portraits of black queer, trans, and/or les63 -
bian South African citizens in Muholi’s artwork that it becomes evident that, con-
trary to the belief held by many other South Africans, the characteristics or identi-
ties of such individuals is not ‘un-African’ but rather is indicative of fundamental-
ly naturally occurring diversities that are consistent within a heterogeneous soci-
ety. 
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3. EMPOWERMENT THROUGH MENTORSHIP AND ONLINE MEDIA 
3.1. Lorna Simpson and The Art Hoe Collective 
 In July 2016, The Tate published an online short film featuring a meeting 
with Lorna Simpson and the New York based Art Hoe Collective, a group of 
artists - painters, photographers, filmmakers, poets - created specifically for young 
people of colour to showcase their work, as well as being intended as a safe space 
in which the young artists can interact and work together and describe the the Art 
Hoe Collective as a “platform where we give marginalised groups a platform to 
[…] feel safe while also broadcasting their art.”  The video documents the inter64 -
action between Simpson and two members of the Art Hoe Collective, Mars and 
Amandla Stenberg, and documents the importance pf conversation between estab-
lished artists like Simpson and younger, aspiring artists those of the Art Hoe Col-
lective, and the impact which these conversations can have on the trajectory of the 
success and ambition of such young artists.  
 Speaking of the initial conception of the collective, artist and activist 
Mars, who co-founded the group with fellow artists Sage Adams and Gabrielle 
Richardson, describes how ‘“artists of colour are constantly being underrepresent-
ed and exploited. If we’re not getting swept under the rug, our bodies are being 
 Saela Davis “Art Hoe Collective Meets Lorna Simpson” (The Tate: London, 2016).64
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overtly sexualised and used as muses.”  The Art Hoe Collective was created with 65
the intention of allowing young queer POC artists to ‘portray themselves on their 
own terms’ independently of the constraints of stereotypes and mediated precon-
ceptions about black and queer identities.  The collective regularly posts images 66
of artworks created by both the group’s curators and collaborators, and their audi-
ence is by no means insignificant, and (as of September 2017) their following on 
Instagram alone is just shy of 75,000 people. The Art Hoe Collective describes 
themselves online as “[a] movement [that] was started by Queer People of Colour 
(POC) to provide a space for all people of colour. This is for us by us.” Submis-
sion are received by the curators via email, which the curators post regularly and 
in correspondence with the particular themes of the day (poetry and writing on 
Monday, photography and film on Tuesday, etc).  67
  
  
  
Fig. 3.1 
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Fig. 3.3 
 
Fig. 3.4 
Many of the Art Hoe Collective’s contributors center their art practices directly 
around issues of race, gender, and sexuality. One contributor, Muse, creates dra-
matic portraits (fig. 3.1) in monochromatic digital photography which document 
‘a space for [black bodies] to de-stress visually and provide visual examples of 
freedom, of vulnerability’ free of the misrepresentation and ignorance encountered 
in images of the black/African diaspora worldwide.  Similarly, Canadian artist 68
Dainesha Nugent-Palache (fig. 3.2) uses photography which encompasses the val-
ues of performance and pastiche to convey notions ‘of other-ness, identity and 
representation, in relation to both femininity and the Afro-Caribbean diaspora.’  69
The submission guidelines of the Art HoeCollective’s Instagram page (their pri-
mary platform) informs readers that submissions of artwork will be given special 
consideration should they fall into the category of dealing with themes of identity, 
be it in the spheres of race, nationality, gender and/or sexuality.  70
 Susan Cahan notes the double-edged sword of the identity-centred politics 
of collectives. Cahan remarks that although artists can be empowered by defini-
tions of group identity, such systems of racial (or, in the case of the Art Hoe Col-
lective, gender/sexuality) can be ‘limiting when imposed by others.’  Comments 71
on the widespread pseudo-integration of black and African-American artists as 
part of large ‘black shows’ organised by mainstream museums in the 60s and 70s, 
Cahan notes the hurried attempts of directors and curators to ‘hustle these artists 
into [the major museum[s]’ such that they could include long lists of African-
American artists into their exhibitions rosters in the guise of integration without 
the need to implement any meaningful reformations to the systematic practices of 
such institutions.  A great deal of African-American artists’ work, regardless of 72
individual practice, style, or aesthetic, were thrown together as part of large group 
shows, the sole connector of which was the artists’ shared racial identity. The Art 
Hoe Collective operates within a similar framework of identification, one based 
on the values of identifying as POC and queer, and this self-conceptualisation is 
very clearly threaded into the work chosen to be exhibited online. However, al-
though the Art Hoe Collective centres the qualities of POC-ness and queerness as 
the central point of its identity as a collective, the collective avoids being, as black 
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and POC collectives have been in the past, pigeonholed as a group whose aesthet-
ics and artworks fall into a specific category of ‘black’, ‘POC’ or ‘queer’ art alone.  
 While affiliations with POC and queer identity underpin the thematic oeu-
vre of the Art Hoe Collective, the collective’s curators counteract any potential 
limitations associated with doing so in two ways. Firstly, the curatorial decisions 
of the collective’s curators reflect an active interest in including artwork which is 
made by artists who identify as POC/queer but whose artwork broaches subject 
matter outside of the parameters of identity politics. Brazilian artist Carmen (sur-
name unknown) illustrates her struggles with anxiety and depression through 
brightly coloured graphic mixed-media compositions (fig. 3.3), while British artist 
Jessie Way embodies chaotic memories of a her childhood in East London 
through graphic illustrations of humanoid figurations rendered in a muted colour 
palette (fig. 3.4). 
 The inclusion of artwork such as these counteract expectations of POC- 
and queer-identifying artists as having to comply to a certain aesthetic or subject 
matter which relates specifically to their identity. Through curating their online 
platform in such a way that a balance of artworks which are diverse in aesthetic 
and theme, the Art Hoe Collective imbues each piece they exhibit online with 
equal merit, and value identity-based and non-identity based works of art equally. 
This equilibrium, in the context of the Art Hoe Collective which in addition to op-
erating as an online exhibition space functions secondarily as a community, is im-
portant in how it removes the limitations of having to conform to a particular sub-
ject matter for some artists whose aesthetic interests lie elsewhere but who still 
identify as queer/POC. Considering racist histories of art museums in the US, and 
the failure on the part of white curators to differentiate between black art and 
black artists, this distinction between an artist’s identity and their chosen subject 
matter is important.  Ultimately, while the Art Hoes Collective brands itself on 73
the promotion artwork by POC queers, it does not fall into the trap of conflating 
artists’ personal identity with their personal practice, and values the promotion of 
POC queer artists of all disciplines and subject matter in equal capacities. 
 Secondly, through the growth of their Instagram and Tumblr accounts, the 
creators of the Art Hoe Collective have effectively established an undiscriminat-
ing and empowering online space which, in addition to functioning as an archive 
and virtual exhibition space, is defined by sociability and community. Through 
exhibiting their contributors' artwork via an online platform that is both free and 
entirely public, the Art Hoe curators have established a space that does not ex-
clude viewers whose personal identifiers do not fall into the categories of POC 
and/or queer. This is important in how it perpetuates one of the Art Hoe Collec-
tive’s central values as a group, that being promoting the visibility of POC queers 
and their artwork to a wider audience which includes by is not limited to people 
who necessarily identify as POC and/queer. In addition to the exhibitions of art-
work on social media accounts, The Art Hoe curators frequently live-stream 
events such as poetry and spoken word readings which take place in their home-
 Ibid, 110-112.73
 !36
town of New York City.  This connectivity plays a fundamental role in the suc74 -
cess of contemporary collectives such as the Art Hoe group in how it, firstly, 
broadcasts both the presence of POC/queer artists to audiences outside of the 
realm of New York City, and secondly, in how this connectivity succeeds in estab-
lishing the Art Hoe Collective’s social media accounts as operative online spaces 
in which their audience can interact as a community regardless of geographical 
restrictions. 
 Due to a longstanding cycle of equality that is reinforced by structural/sys-
tematic discrimination, the art industries of the United States is sorely lacking in 
the inclusion of black and POC people, either as artists or gallery visitors. This 
systematic discrimination can be traced by a number of sociological factors. 
Bernadette Proctor et al. note the high level of income disparity between African-
American households and white households, which was recorded in 2015 at an 
average of $62,950 and $346,898 annual per household respectively. Toldston and 
Snitman note how, even in the case of education attainment, African-American 
and Hispanics do not occupy the same socio-economic status as similarly educat-
ed white people; these race-based discrepancies can also be seen statistically in 
the spheres of post-graduate employment rates and salary and rage earnings.   75 76
One consequence of the impact of these sociological factors, in addition to the 
high-costs of making art and the difficulties in ‘making it’ in the art industry, 
mean that, as Muholi herself has remarked regarding her own photography stu-
dents, for many disadvantaged black and POC people a career as an artist is not 
seen as a viable profession.  Furthermore, many mainstream art institutions - 77
such as The Met in New York - have histories of marginalising and excluding 
black and POC people, both as artists and viewers.  Accessible, inclusive, and 78
fun spaces such as the Art Hoe’s social media accounts can function as a site of 
empowerment, community, and  education for young POC queers to interact and 
engage with a like-minded community while encountering and creating positive 
representations of themselves in art and media. 
 Art Hoe Collective “Poetry Slam: Art Hoe Co Will be Live Streaming this Event” In74 -
stagram,  Sept 30, 2017. Accessed April 04, 2018.
www.instagram.com/p/BZrpxFGgaAy/?hl=en&taken-by=arthoecollective
 Proctor, Bernadette D et al. Current Population Reports, P60-256(RV), Income and 75
Poverty in the United States: 2015, (U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington, DC, 
2016), 6-7. 
 Ivory A. Toldson and Aviella Snitman “Editor's Comment: Education Parity and Eco76 -
nomic Disparities: Correcting Education- Attainment Discrepancies among Black People 
in the United States”, The Journal of Negro Education, Vol. 79, No. 1 (Winter 2010), 1.
 Xekatwane, “Conquering Fears of queerness”, np.77
 For an in-depth history of the tumultuous relations between New York art museums, 78
such as Metropolitan Museum of Art and Whitney Museum, and black/POC artist com-
munities in the 60s and 70s, see Susan Cahan, Mounting Frustration (Duke University 
Press, 2016), 31-170.
 !37
 The use of social media platforms, by groups such as the Art Hoe Collec-
tive, can be seen as a significant advancement in how ‘minority’ groups can for-
mulate and seek out alternative platforms on which to display and encounter 
work. Simpson, speaking to the members of the Art Hoe Collective, validates the 
viability of social media as a platform on which young people can think about 
what they want to do creatively and artistically in a serious capacity.  Although 79
these websites such as Instagram, Tumblr, Flickr, and Pinterest, to name but a few 
of the most popular image-sharing networks that can be accessed online, are not 
without their downfalls, they nonetheless can be seen as a vital weapon in the ar-
senal of the socially conscious artist/activist as well as an educational and undis-
criminating resource for people worldwide. 
3.2. Zanele Muholi, Inkanyiso, and Market Photo Place  
 In 2009, Zanele Muholi created Inkanyiso; the online multi-media plat-
form was established with the intention of disseminating visual histories, as well 
as being a space to provide skills and training among LGBTI communities.  80
Inkanyiso is a platform not only for photography and film for aspiring visual 
artists but also functions as a source of support and information for members of 
the LGBTI community. A quick scan of the long list of articles available to any 
visiting readers reveals a plethora of available articles pertaining to every con-
ceivable topic and tone, from light-hearted (“flirting”) to practical/informative 
(“gender articulation”, “funeral costs”, and “parenting”) to supportive (“rape”, and 
“violence in same-sex relationships”). In addition to functioning as a source of 
practical information, Inkanyiso relays news relevant to the black LGBTI com-
munity, such as weddings and funerals, as well as documenting events of interest - 
such as art exhibitions and gallery opening nights - through written articles and 
photographs made by contributors. Inkanyiso operates as a multi-dimensional 
platform which embodies the values of education, journalism, community, and 
fun. For black queers, who are doubly marginalised as a consequence of both race 
and gender identity, the importance of such a network essential because it pro-
vides information to a community for whom such resources are otherwise not eas-
ily accessible. 
 On Inkanyiso there is also a selection of articles by individuals who have 
benefited from their enrolment in photography workshops and programmes with 
which Muholi is involved. Information about such programmes is also provided 
for those who may potentially be interested in such a course. One Inkanyiso con-
tributor relays her experiences of her enrolment in an introductory course organ-
ised by Zanele Muholi in collaboration with her former photography school, the 
Market Photo Place. The author of the article, Smanga Shange, describes her ex-
perience with the programme as such: “Not only did I learnt [sic] about photogra-
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phy, I also found myself a new family.”  The eight-week long introductory course 81
is run as part of the Market Photo Workshop and is designed to teach participants 
a variety of skills from basic editing skills photographs in post-production, to the 
ability to discuss fundamental technical concepts such as ISO, depth, light, grain, 
aperture, etc., as well as the establishment of other useful skills such as digital 
formatting, word-processing, and the use of photo-editing applications. Shange 
emphatically describes the importance of the skills she cultivated during her time 
at the Market Photo Place; not only, she writes, does “the eight-week course en-
hance one’s technical ability, it also exposed students to different possibilities. It 
sure has shown me the power of the camera, that anything is possible when I have 
the camera in my hand.”  
 The testimony of individuals such as Shange illustrates how successful 
artists can mentor another generation of aspiring photographers and create a kind 
of ripple effect. Goldblatt mentored Muholi, who is mentoring a younger genera-
tion of artists from which the next major successful photographers, activists, or 
artists might come, and so forth. Equally important is the careful consideration of 
who should be mentored. Both Goldblatt and Muholi’s programmes are designed 
and equipped to develop the skills and talents of students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds. The programmes run by the Market Photo Workshop are specifical-
ly tailored to deal with the experiences of students from poorer backgrounds. 
Firstly, when applying for a position in either the foundation or intermediate pro-
grammes taught by the photography school, the candidate must provide informa-
tion about their address and ethnic background (which, in this context, presum-
ably allows the mentors to filter out those potential applicants who are most de-
serving of a place in the workshop).  
 Moreover, there is also a significant reduction in the rates of tuition for not 
only South African students but also but also for international students from 
emerging economies in Asia and Latin America, as well as countries in Africa. 
The fees for international students are 9700 South African rand (the equivalent of 
approximately 750 US dollars) whereas the tuition costs for South African stu-
dents and those from the qualifiable emerging economies are far less, at 5750 rand 
(or approximately 445 US dollars).  Finally, the essential equipment, such as the 
required digital cameras and tripods, are available to hire from the Market Photo 
Place itself at the cost of R 300 and R 100 (approx. $23 and $8) respectively. The 
availability of such equipment at a reasonable price is important because it en-
sures that no prospective students are excluded if they cannot afford to buy or hire 
the necessary equipment elsewhere. The Photography courses available at Market 
Photo Place equip aspiring photographers from disadvantaged backgrounds with 
the technical and artistic skills required to excel in the art, photography, and media 
industries and can be seen as an excellent example of an institution which em-
powers marginalised people to a great extent in how it equips young black women 
with  the skills and resources to enter into the fields of fine art, photography, and 
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media in which they potentially continue to contribute empowered and positive 
representations of themselves.  
3.3. Photography and Online Media as Tools for Activism 
 The testimonials of young black LBGTI people in response to their train-
ing at the Market Photo Workshop offers an insight into how the active mentor-
ship of marginalised communities manifests positive results for individuals in the 
short-term. One such individual, Tumi Nkopane, notes the positive impact she felt 
following the photography training she received as part of Muholi’s training pro-
gramme, writing that she hoped “to see herself achieving a lot in the future […] I 
am grateful to have a mentor like Muholi, a person who can empower black 
women to make things happen.”  Another Market Photo Workshop alumni, 82
Mamello Motaung, also notes that her life changed following her training in pho-
tography, writing that she loved the change that photography had made in her life 
“because I never thought I would do photography in my life. Its all thanks to 
Zanele Muholi for giving me this opportunity to study photography.”  Motaung 83
adds that her experience has left her determined to pursue a career in television or 
film, despite that prior to her attendance of the Foundation Course, Motaung ad-
mits that she “didn’t know how to take photos, how to handle a camera.” The im-
pact of Zanele Muholi’s philanthropy and involvement with the LGBTI communi-
ty in South Africa, as well as her active and ongoing mentorship and training of 
young aspiring artists/photographers, has quite significantly altered the aspirations 
and career options for a number of young black South Africans such as Motaung. 
 Photography is a uniquely accessible art form by virtue of its (relative) 
simplicity and familiarity. Patel et. al., as part of a study which examined the em-
powerment of socially excluded young black youths through photography, ob-
served how due to use of phone cameras and image-sharing online platforms that 
is part of their ‘cultural norm’, young people are generally familiar and comfort-
able with the basic technicalities and visual languages associated with photogra-
phy before embarking on any kind of formal photography training.  This pre-ex84 -
isting knowledge and familiarity with digital photography as a medium, in addi-
tion to its forgiving nature and instantaneity, makes it the ideal medium with 
which to enter into the discourses of fine art and media. In addition to being ex-
pensive and time-consuming, the comparatively steep learning curves associated 
with the mastery of traditional forms of fine arts, such as oil painting, sculpture, 
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and printmaking, equally point to photography as an excellent candidate through 
which the novice artist can develop and eventually master the necessary visual 
languages and technical and conceptual skills associated with art and media. 
Muholi, whose photographs were frequently taken outside of a formal studio, 
notes the how accessibility of photography lies in the adaptability and innovation 
of the photographer, and advises young aspiring photographers to never be ‘limit-
ed by equipment and space and the position you find yourself in life.’   Although 85
the equipment that accompanies the field of photography can be expensive, there 
are plenty of solutions for would-be photographers who have more options to be 
resourceful than artists who work in other media. In the absence of access to a 
digital cameras, smartphone cameras function as a viable solution; far from being 
unprofessional or subpar, many photographers and filmmakers recognise the via-
bility of the smartphone camera as appropriate medium with which to create their 
work. The film Tangerine, for example, which was filmed with iPhone cameras 
and inexpensive attachable lenses, and was released in 2015 to widespread critical 
acclaim.   86 87
 The use of the camera as a tool of empowerment by individuals from mar-
ginalised black communities allows them to express their voices in with a tool that 
is (relatively) uncomplicated to learn and which yields instant results. Patel et al 
noted the use of photography as a tool was an advantageous in two ways. Firstly, 
photography was considered by the youths involved in there study to be ‘relative-
ly easy’ and, due to the high level of processing and image-based technology used 
by young people, and considering that, for teenagers and young adults, media 
platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, and Tumblr are popular and commonly 
used, photography and film are media with which young people are already com-
petent in using. Secondly, the study indicated that photography was an adept way 
for the young people to overcome any potential problems regarding limited litera-
cy skills.  The use of a camera, as a visual-based medium with which young peo88 -
ple are already comfortable, opens up a new avenue through which marginalised 
people can express and articulate their experiences, free from the constraints of 
literacy problems.  
 Evidence of the viability of photography as an effective tool of empower-
ment can be observed in another study which amylases the use of photo novella 
by Chinese women living in rural village communities and which underlines how 
 Willis, “Faces and Phases”, 62.85
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marginalised communities are empowered by the use of photography.  The study 89
operates within the theoretical framework that is based on understanding pho-
tographs as a ‘code[s]’ which reflect the ‘social and political realities that influ-
ence people’s lives.’  Photo novella (i.e., the use of photography by a participat90 -
ing community to document their lives and experiences) creates, firstly, a body of 
visual documents which act as data which informs outsiders of social/political ac-
tions that could be taken to resolve such problems and, secondly, gives such 
communities a method through which they can document visual representations of 
themselves and their communities. This study once again illustrates the twofold 
benefits of photography as a tool for self-expression and representation. The use 
of documentary photography allocates a higher degree of creative/representative 
autonomy to communities that may otherwise not have the resources to do so and 
furthermore provides such communities with the means to clearly and succinctly 
visually document the social and cultural problems which they encounter and 
which may have been overlooked by outsiders. Likewise, the students of Market 
Photo Place benefit in similar ways from their introduction into photography in 
two capacities.  
 In the short-term, the impacts of Muholi’s mentorship at the Market Photo 
Place manifests as better, more diverse career options for those who complete the 
course. Education, as we have seen in regard to the statistics regarding relation-
ship between income and expenditure on arts/culture, plays a fundamental role in 
people’s ability to access and understand art. Considering testimonials such as 
Motaung’s, we can see how even the briefest introduction to a certain art form (in 
her case, photography) can impact the decisions made by young black South 
Africans to seek employment or interaction with the art/media industry. The in-
volvement of members of marginalised groups in these such industries is vital in 
how it contributes to an industry that is more inclusive and diverse. 
 The long-term benefits of the mentorship of marginalised groups can po-
tentially result in an increase in the number of artists, photographers, or activists 
who, having been afforded valuable opportunities in terms of education and train-
ing, are subsequently equipped with the necessary skills to become successful 
themselves. Muholi’s influence on the lives of her students is certainly palpable in 
their testimonies posted on Inkanyiso; it is quite possible that Muholi herself may 
have mentored individuals who will go on to have very successful careers in pho-
tography and who in turn will mentor the next generation of aspiring artists or 
photographers. The creation of a cycle of mentoring a younger generation follow-
ing critical/commercial success seems to be emerging in the South African art in-
dustry. David Goldblatt mentored Zanele Muholi, who in turn mentors a new crop 
of aspiring photographers at Market Photo Place; it is not outside the realms of 
possibilities that Muholi herself has mentored the next up-and-coming South 
African photographer who in turn will continue the cycle of empowerment and 
representation through mentorship. Furthermore, the collective body of pho-
 Caroline Wang and Many Ann Burris, “Empowerment through Photo Novella: Portraits 89
of Participation” Health Education Quarterly Vol. 21, no.2 (1994), 171-186.
 Ibid, 172.90
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tographs of a black queers made by black queers function as bodies of work con-
taining artistic and cultural signs which provide insight into the construction, per-
formance, and reception of identity in that community. These portrayals of identi-
ty are important in how they inform those outside of the community of the ways 
in which they would like to be represented in art and media. 
 Young black artists can be similarly empowered through the use of social 
media platforms. Simpson acknowledges that social media, such as online plat-
forms used by The Art Hoe Collective, can act as a space in which young people 
can develop and grow the necessary skills to succeed as an artist. Speaking to the 
founders of the collective in the Tate’s short film, Simpson notes that “social me-
dia can […] create this space forum, particularly for young people, to take seri-
ously the efforts in thinking of what they want to do artistically.”   Furthermore, 91
the use of online platforms such as a (semi-)autonomous space operated by and 
for POC queers and on which artists can ‘display’ their work free of the often elu-
sive and academic requirements of prestigious galleries and museums. Such spa-
ces are also crucially not subject to the associated barriers associated with the in-
stitutional art world, such as, for example, financial obstacles (cost of materials, 
framing costs, transport of artworks), or social/cultural barriers (high level of edu-
cation/formal training, connections to ‘the art world’). For POC/queer artists who 
are disempowered by systematic racist and discriminatory mechanisms either in 
the spheres of wealth, education, or social connections, the importance of such 
spaces is paramount in establishing an operative alternative with which they can 
create and promote positive representation of themselves and their identities 
through art.  
  
3.4. Critique of Online Platforms 
The advantages associated with the creation and use of independently run online-
media platforms are plenty in their scope. The effective use of such media sites 
can potentially lead to the operation of incredibly successful online platforms 
which, like the Art Hoe Collective’s social media accounts and Muholi’s Inkany-
iso, can empower and educate a dedicated audience. However, there are a number 
of downfalls that may equally arise when using such media platforms as a method 
of sharing art, media, and information. The coming section of this chapter will 
attempt to outline the reasons for which such problems arise such that effective 
and plausible solutions as to how users of online media platforms may either 
avoid these problems entirely or, if that is not possible, maximise the efficiency/
effectiveness of online media sites that are already in use. One of the foremost 
issues surrounding the use of online media platforms, particularly those which are 
operated through a third-party media network such as Instagram or Tumblr, are 
problems surrounding the reproduction/redistribution of one’s artwork without 
permission. Moreover, some social media networks, such as Facebook, it is stated 
 Davis, “Lorna Simpson meets the Art Hoe Collective.”91
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in the terms and conditions when uploading intellectual property - which includes 
photographs, images, videos, etc - the account holder in question thereby grants 
Facebook a “non-exclusive, transferable, sub-licensable, royalty-free, worldwide 
license to use any IP content that you post on or in connection with Facebook (IP 
License).”  Instagram implements similar policies regarding the display of “con92 -
tent” (all images, media, etc posted on their network) which includes their right to 
use any images publicly posted in advertising campaigns or promotions (“you 
hereby agree that Instagram may place such advertising and promotions on the 
Instagram Services or on, about, or in conjunction with your Content”).  Natural93 -
ly, account holders of social media sites such as Facebook and Instagram are, 
upon signing up for their account, presented with a lengthly document outlining 
the terms of service to which they must agree if they are to proceed with the sign-
ing up process. However, for some groups such as the Art Hoe Collective, the use 
of such online media sites is unavoidable by virtue of its popularity with their tar-
get audience. The establishment of an entirely independent run website is both 
difficult and can be expensive. One must pay for domain names and registration 
with third-party web hosting companies, as well as potentially having to outsource 
a web designer if they are not capable of designing a website themselves. Herein 
lies the allure of media platforms such as Instagram; they are fundamentally free 
and user-friendly. Another problem for artists/collectives wishing to establish their 
own website on which to display their work is a lack of reachable audience. Given 
the vast number of websites and domain names already in use, it is unlikely that 
relatively unestablished artists will reach an audience of a desirable size through 
the use of their own website alone.    Moreover, Instagram’s poli-
cies on nudity, even partial nudity, images, are strict, and their legal right to re-
move images without the consent of the account holder without notice is equally 
problematic. This policing of images of bodies (usually those of women) is both 
frequent and notoriously inconsistent, as a result of their (perhaps intentionally) 
vague regulations surrounding nude or sexually suggestive images, which allows 
Instagram to decide what they consider to be sexually suggestive in nature, and 
which images therefore qualify as inappropriate. For artists such as Muholi and 
the Art Hoe Collective, whose work is often concerned with sexual identity and 
gender, these strict policies could be potentially problematic. Muholi does have an 
Instagram account and frequently posts images of nude women, which Instagram 
can potentially remove without notice or without providing specific reasons. In 
terms of visibility of empowered images of black/queer individuals on popular 
social media networks, this issue can be frustrating for artists who are otherwise 
keen to utilise Instagram or similar media platforms to showcase their work, work 
which is important in how it reaches an audience who may otherwise not have ac-
cess to such artwork. However, it is possible for artists to redirect their audience 
away from social media and to more autonomous platforms - such as exhibitions 
 Facebook “Terms of Service”, Privacy & Terms. Last modified January 31, 2018. 92
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or their own independently operated website - once they have amassed a large 
enough following. This can be illustrated in the example of American multimedia 
artist Molly Soda, whose career began via her social media presence after her art-
work gained attention on Tumblr in the late 2000s. Soda has channelled her online 
province into a viable career as an artist, and as of 2017, has exhibited her work 
internationally as part of shows in New York, London, and South Korea.    
The success of artists such as Soda illustrates the ways in which social media can 
be used effectively as a stepping stone that translates online popularity into real-
life success and empowerment. For example, the curators of the Art Hoe Collec-
tive have, as curator Mars stated was an objective for the group, organised several 
‘real-life meet ups' in New York City, in the form of events such as pop-up exhibi-
tions, poetry readings, and workshops, invitations to which are posted on the Art 
Hoe Collective’s Instagram account.  Ultimately, it is up to the artists and/or col94 -
lective as to whether the exposure that comes with use of social media is worth 
the possible negative side-effects. Regarding copyright laws and the terms of ser-
vice that accompany the use of social media sites, it is up to the artists to decide 
whether they feel the loss of their rights to their intellectual property is worth the 
potential exposure that comes with the use of social media. 
CONCLUSION 
 Cited in “Dazed 100: Art Hoe Collective”, Dazed, np.94
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 The social and cultural impacts of Lorna Simpson and Zanele Muholi’s 
photography practices are significant and can be seen to manifest themselves in 
several notable ways. The creation and distribution of positive visual representa-
tions of black women made by black women in both the United States and South 
Africa is one way in which the artwork of Simpson and Muholi incites social and 
cultural change. Lorna Simpson’s early photo-texts challenge the viewer to recon-
figure their ideas of black womanhood within the context of a society that histori-
cally has perpetrated black female identity in a negative light. Likewise, Faces 
and Phases functions as an evolving body of visual documentation of black 
queers in South Africa and which simultaneously disseminates harmful visual his-
tories of black-ness and African-ness. Both Simpson’s early photo-texts and 
Muholi’s Faces and Phases project function as visual antidotes which usurp the 
negative perceptions of black female identity which permeate American and South 
African society. The key impacts of Simpson’s and Muholi’s photography prac-
tices can be seen in how positive visual representations of black women made by 
black women dismantle negative ideas of black female identity, as well as in how 
Simpson and Muholi can, due in part to the success of their careers as artists, 
mentor younger aspiring artists and artists collectives as well as validating the use 
of photography and online media platforms as to effectively create and encounter 
empowered visual representations of black female and queer identities. 
 Negative perceptions of black identity disempower black women in sever-
al ways. Representations of black womanhood, which are frequently ‘viewed 
through a prism of negative ideas’ embodied archetypal characters such as that of 
Jezebel, famed for her hyper-sexuality and lasciviousness, and Sapphire, known 
for her castrating demeanour, stereotype black women as ‘sassy, promiscuous, 
talkative, mammies, bitches.’  These harmful notions of black womanhood, 95
forged during the periods in which white people actively and legally oppressed 
black people, continue to marginalise black women living in the US and South 
Africa in the present day. In the United States, for example, the idea that African 
American women are ‘exceptionally strong under stress and are resilient’ increas-
es their vulnerability and discourages some from speaking out about abuse, de-
spite the fact that African American females experience intimate partner violence 
at a rate 35% higher than that of white females, and about 2.5 times the rate of 
women of other races.’  Likewise in South Africa, black LGBTI women are at 96
risk of the practice of ‘curative’ rape as a result of how LGBTI people are per-
ceived in South African society. Muholi’s and Simpson’s artwork reconfigures 
such perceptions and distributes accurate and empowering representations of 
black identity instead. 
 Simpson and Muholi’s photographs of black female identity underline the 
vulnerability of black women without painting their subjects as helpless or as vic-
tims; instead, these images empower black woman through giving the subjects/
participant a platform on which to speak to embody and articulate the struggles of 
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women who are black, marginalised, and in the case of Muholi’s practice, queer. 
Furthermore, both Simpson and Muholi’s photographs are archival in how they 
record and present to the public representations of the experiences of black 
women. In addition to Faces and Phases, Muholi’s art practice in general is en-
gaged with the ongoing documentation of black LGBTI women’s experiences in 
South Africa. Simpson’s work is also archival, albeit retrospectively; in Water-
bearer, for example, Simpson pays homage to the largely undocumented experi-
ences of African-American women during the period of slavery and creates em-
powered visual narratives that  convey the struggles endured by enslaved African-
American women during this era.  
 Simpson and Muholi have amassed such power (money, social status, and 
influence) as a result of the success of their respective art practices. This power 
allows Simpson and Muholi to empower black aspiring artists in three capacities. 
Firstly, the presence of positive representation of individuals from minority/mar-
ginalised groups in mainstream culture is empowering for people from that com-
munity. Secondly, the case studies of Simpson and Muholi’s mentorship of young/
aspiring artists indicate that the involvement of older, more established artists with 
younger, amateur artists creates a cycle in which the older generation can empow-
er the younger generation. The philanthropy of artists such as Muholi has a dra-
matic impact on the ambitions and career options of individuals belonging to mar-
ginalised communities such as the photography students at Market Photo Place, as 
is recanted in such students’ testimonials posted on Inkanyiso. This cycle of em-
powerment is upheld and continued by those who benefitted from it themselves. 
The Art Hoe Collective, for example, dedicate their time and efforts to creating a 
platform which specifically caters to the promotion of POC artists and their art-
work. Likewise, Inkanyiso, gives a voice to black LGBTI women and those from 
similarly marginalised groups and operates as an accessible community that fos-
ters social and cultural bonds between members of such marginalised groups, in 
addition to functioning as an archive of educational and informative resources 
about several issues that are not dealt with in mainstream media or society in 
South Africa. 
 Online media platforms function as a means of disbanding or diminishing 
the exclusionary mechanisms that prevent black women from excelling in white- 
and male-dominated industries in several ways. Firstly, the use of social media 
and online media platforms can function as an archive of positive information 
which empowers black women. This information can be seen in any number of 
different outputs, be it highly creative and artistic representations of black women 
by black women, documentary photography recording the lives and experiences 
of black women, as well as basic educational and practical information that caters 
to the interests of black women. All forms are equally empowering given that they 
are created within the same mindset, one which seeks to counterbalance societies 
which favour the interests of white people and instead encourages the creative and 
practical outputs of black women.  
 Secondly, the creation and use of online media spaces that cater to the in-
terest of black individuals specifically functions as virtual sites of empowerment. 
The presence of a space in which black individual can easily encounter positive 
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representations of black identity and access useful information relevant to their 
experiences allows for the creation of an online community which may only be 
able to exists as a virtual space. Both the Art Hoe Collective and Inkanyiso model 
their efforts on the viability of online media platforms as sites of empowerment 
which are not subject to issues of geographical distance, time, or money. In this 
sense, these websites act as a thread which connects communities that are fre-
quently disbanded in reality. Given, for example, the vast geographical distance of 
both the United States and South Africa, a young queer black person living in a 
rural area may not have access to a community of other black LGBTI people 
where they live and  it is these isolated people are the individuals who benefit 
most from access to such inclusive communities. 
 Finally, the pro-active efforts of the facilitators of online communities, like 
collectives such as the Art Hoe Collective and websites such as Inkanyiso, edu-
cates and empowers aspiring black individuals as well as a wider community as a 
whole. Moreover, communal efforts to both create and engage with progressive 
content empowers members of such a community. Collective knowledge and em-
powerment leads to action, and action acts as a catalyst for social change. Online 
media platforms act as autonomous, empowering sites which black aspiring artists 
can use as a viable alternative with which to create, encounter, and share art as an 
alternative to traditional art institutions, many of which are white-, male-dominat-
ed spaces. Furthermore, the use of such media platforms by black aspiring artists 
can act as a stepping stone in their career and may help black aspiring artists to 
excel in a white-dominated industry once they have amassed a significant online 
audience. Online media sites are not virtual utopias; they are subject to the terms 
and conditions as dictated by the website operator/social media network guide-
lines, and the success experienced by some artists through use of social media is 
not guaranteed for all, it remains that the use of online media platforms and social 
media is a viable tool with which black aspiring artists can share meaningful con-
tent with likeminded others as part of a larger online community of black artists.  
 This research has outlined the reasons for which photography acts as a tool 
of empowerment for members of marginalised communities, specifically those of 
black women in the United States and black  LGBTI women in South Africa. The 
use of photography benefits these communities in two ways. It allows black 
women in marginalised communities a higher degree of autonomy with which 
they can accurately create artistic and aesthetic representations of themselves. 
Secondly, in addition to artistic representation, photography ultimately allows 
black women in both the USA and South Africa to visually record their realities in 
a way that reflects the shortcomings of society and culture which take the forms of 
exclusionary mechanisms which continue to marginalise black women today. 
Both fine art and documentary forms of photography are equally important in how 
they contribute to the ever-growing canons of visual representations of black 
womanhood in both the USA and South Africa. Furthermore, the viability of the 
combined use of photography and online media as a tool for the empowerment of 
black aspiring artists has been highlighted. 
 Seeking out a viable alternative to traditional methods with which to create 
present, and promote artwork has historically been and continues to be a challenge 
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for ‘minority’ groups such as the POC queer artists of the Art Hoe Collective and 
the black queers who contribute to Inkanyiso and who enrol in courses at Market 
Photo Place. However, the efforts of the facilitators of these platforms in estab-
lishing these online spaces as sites of empowerment, for both artists and audi-
ences, can be observed both in the collective efforts of individuals to create mean-
ingful content either in the way of photography, artworks, or articles which em-
power other members of their communities. While the use of online spaces may 
seem like something of a consolation compared to the prestige that comes with 
exhibiting in more traditional art institutions, it is crucial to remember that these 
collectives, through their establishment of a large and dedicated audience, the 
translation of the online community into real-life gatherings and events (such as 
exhibitions and workshops) can accelerate the momentum of an individual’s ca-
reer as an artist through the exposure that comes with online success.  
 Crucial, too, is the evasion of the high-costs associated with many tradi-
tional art forms and practices achieved through the use of online media and pho-
tography. While photography and online media platforms are not, in the truest 
sense, entirely free (as the use of basic technology such as smartphones incur 
costs, for example, data plans, and may web-domain hosts require monthly or an-
nual fees for their services), these technologies are significantly more attainable 
methods through which marginalised aspiring artists can create, present, and en-
counter empowered and empowering visual representations of themselves. The 
use of social media sites such as Instagram or Facebook as the primary platform to 
present POC/queer content is not without any  notable shortcomings, but equally 
there are problems in choosing to operate from an autonomously operated web 
domain. Ultimately, it is up to the members of a group to weigh up the positive 
and negative associations of the various platforms available and collectively de-
cide which is the most viable option for their needs and desires. 
 Photography can be seen as an excellent medium through which artists 
like Simpson and Muholi can create outstanding bodies of artworks which suc-
cessfully explore black identity as something to be reclaimed and celebrated. 
Likewise, the use of both photography and online image-sharing platforms by 
emerging black and/queer artists, in both the form of social media and indepen-
dently operated websites, functions as an effective way to distribute and encounter 
empowered/empowering representations of black identities while simultaneously 
acting as a virtual site of collectivity which empowers communities of black and/
or queer communities as a whole.  
ABSTRACT 
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This dissertation examines the art practices of two black female artists, visual 
artist Lorna Simpson and visual activist Zanele Muholi, and their photographs of 
black women. The analysis of Simpson and Muholi’s art practices demonstrates 
the degree to which such positive representations of black womanhood empowers 
both black viewers and artists. Such bodies of artwork function as visual antidotes 
to the negative representations of black womanhood that permeate American and 
South African society and, in doing so, usurp and reconfigure derogatory percep-
tions of black women. As both the work of both artists has been created and ex-
hibited in post-settler/post-colonial contexts, this research is particularly con-
cerned with the ways in which the socio-cultural and historical contexts of the 
United States and South Africa influence the interpretation and understanding of 
race and gender issues as they appear in Simpson and Muholi’s photographs. 
 The overarching intention of this dissertation is to examine to what extent 
the photographic practices of Simpson and Muholi reconfigure negative and mis-
representative depictions of black womanhood and black queerness that are borne 
from the residual impacts of such histories in the realms of fine art and media dis-
courses. This violence that is ingrained at both structural and interpersonal levels 
resulted in the marginalisation of peoples of colour on a grand scale, and black 
people in the US and South Africa are still suffering in the aftermath of these 
regimes. Of the many issues faced by black people in these now post-colonial en-
vironments, one prevalent issue with which this dissertation is most concerned is 
that of misrepresentation/underrepresentation with the spheres of art and media, a 
problem which is exacerbated further when, in addition to race, the issue of gen-
der comes into play. I argue that Simpson’s and Muholi’s photographic works 
function as visual antidotes to the canon of misrepresentations of black identity 
which have permeated the visual histories of the US and South Africa. 
 I argue that the factors of mentorship and media are paramount to the dis-
ruption of such cycles. Through exploring Simpson and Muholi’s involvement 
with black collectives and institutions, the involvement of established artists like 
Simpson and Muholi in this capacity benefits such groups and institutions in a 
number of meaningful ways. Furthermore, I argue that online media platforms, 
independently-operated websites and social media, functions as an alternative 
platform to traditional white-dominated institutions for young aspiring black 
artists. These online spaces can act as empowering spaces in which black people 
can both display and encounter art work by POC artists and can serve as a power-
ful tool in the arsenal of an artist from a marginalised background attempting to 
excel in an industry that generally does not cater to the success of black, female, 
and/or queer individuals. 
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